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Leaving the Park
A Permanent Place for Mobile Homes
Randall Thomson
Mobile home site planning has proven a troublesome task for many American planners raised on the ideals
of the "City Beautiful" movement . It is a problem of particular relevance for North Carolina planners where
the mobile home industry provides an ever-increasing proportion of the state's dwelling units.
In the following article, mobile homes are described as an important alternative to conventional housing.
Mobile homes provide affordable living space for many rural families. The authors also voice support for
the improved quality of mobile homes built during the past ten years. Despite this progress, most zoning
regulations continue to restrict mobile homes from site-built residential areas. The authors challenge the valid-
ity of these restrictions. They urge a review and revision of discriminatory zoning regulations on the basis
of mobile home design improvements and on their relative economic value.
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MOBILE HOMES AND MOBILE
HOME RESIDENTS
Perception has been an obstacle to the accepta-
bility of mobile homes. Traditionally, residents of
trailers and mobile homes were stereotyped as tran-
sients. Part of the solution to this perceptual prob-
lem has been an attempt by private industry to
eliminate references to mobility. Today, mobile
homes are legally, but not popularly, referred to as
manufactured housing. Their wheels are primarily
used for delivery by special trucks and generally
removed upon installation on a lot. Trailers are also
manufactured in factories, but are made for towing
by automobile and therefore retain their potential
for mobility. Modular units and prefabricated
homes are generally referred to as "factory built"
homes. They are delivered by flat-bed trucks and
installed on permanent foundations. Mobile homes
and factory-built units represent the largest propor-
tion of all types of housing built by manufacturers.
Trends in the Mobile Home Market
1972 represents the apex in mobile home sales
thus far. During that year, 575,000 units were sold
nationwide. The decade preceding 1972 was one of
rapid growth in the popularity of mobile homes
while the decade following 1972 was one of matu-
ration in the mobile home industry. The maturation
process was forced upon the industry by recession-
related forces and the lax credit policies of many "get
rich quick" retailers and manufacturers. H.A. David-
son notes that the loan acceptance rates for mobile
homes rose from a 65% rate prior to 1972 to a sit-
uation in 1972 where virtually every loan was ac-
cepted (a 95% acceptance rate). After 1972, only
40% of all loan applications were accepted. The col-
lapse of dealerships and manufacturers, together
with an escalation in loan defaults and reposses-
sions, produced a market situation that seems to
fluctuate in a manner more similar to the conven-
tional home market.
From 1964 to 1975, the mobile home industry
more than doubled its share of new privately-owned
single family homes in the U.S. Mobile homes have
continued to capture a significant proportion of the
housing market. In 1982, 238,808 mobile homes
were delivered. This represents 37% of all new single
family housing. In addition, the early 1983 figures
show that mobile home production is up by about
30% over 1982.
North Carolina currently ranks third in the coun-
try in terms of shipments of mobile homes and fifth
in the country in terms of production. The 1980 cen-
sus shows that 10% of all North Carolina households
reside in mobile homes. In 1970, the percentage of
all occupied homes that were mobile homes was
6.5%. The 1980 U.S. Census of Population and
Housing shows that in Wake County, mobile homes
constitute about 6.7% of the total number of hous-
ing units.
Mobile Home Residents
The stereotype of mobile home dwellers as poor
people living in substandard housing may have been
accurate during periods of general economic pros-
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perity when conventional housing was relatively
abundant and affordable. A number of economic
changes together with changes in the mobile home
industry have rendered that stereotype inaccurate.
Economic changes (primarily recessions, high inter-
est rates, and high construction costs) and industrial
changes (primarily structural and design improve-
ments) have expanded the range of demographic
characteristics of mobile home residents.
Due partly to exclusionary zoning regulations,
demographic characteristics do tend to be homoge-
neous for certain types and locations of mobile
homes. The typical buyer at White Oak mobile
home subdivision in Garner, North Carolina, for
example, is white collar, 35 years old, with two
children and a family income of $25,000. Subdi-
visions located outside of city limits because of
restrictive housing policies are evidently attracting
a middle class clientele.
The more attractive mobile homes, parks, and
subdivisions are virtually isolated from public view
due to tight restrictions. The more visible mobile
homes are those located in open rural areas where
quality standards have been nonexistent. The pub-
lic's perception of mobile housing is, therefore,
understandably limited to the poorer quality mobile
homes of the impoverished. Nevertheless, in North
Carolina, the typical mobile home resident is of a
higher median income level than all North Carolina
housing residents and is better educated than the
average. In addition, most residents of double-wide
mobile homes are former single-wide residents who
are "moving up." Mobile homes in general have rep-
resented a necessary stage in the process of acquir-
ing a conventional, site-built home.
In terms of social and political behavior, empir-
ical evidence from North Carolina suggests that
whatever differences may have existed between
mobile and conventional home dwellers is diminish-
ing. Membership in voluntary associations and vot-
ing behavior are similar for both housing groups.
Mobile home dwellers are more integrated into
social systems and more similar to conventional
home dwellers than previously believed.
FACTORS STIMULATING MOBILE
HOME GROWTH
There are essentially four primary factors cur-
rently contributing to the growing popularity of
mobile housing. Two of these factors, relative cost
and design improvements, have been especially crit-
ical during the past decade. The other two factors,
park improvements and demographic trends, are
especially critical in the present and for the future.
Relative Cost Advantage
Manufactured housing offers an alternative to
high density apartment life for persons who are
priced out of the conventional housing market. Even
when located in parks, mobile homes represent a
form of medium density housing.
The construction costs are kept low partly because
of the use of factories which promote volume buy-
ing of materials, increased efficiency, lower wastes
and low cost labor. The average per-square-foot con-
struction cost of mobile homes is about half the cost
of site-built housing. Factory construction has the
added advantage of speed in delivery. Site-built
homes take several months to build from the date
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of order while factory-built homes can be ordered,
built, and delivered within weeks. Mobile homes
come equipped with appliances and furnishing but
not with land. Strict price comparisons with con-
ventional housing are complicated. Nevertheless, the
evidence points to an overall savings in mobile
homes. As recently as 1970, over 92% of single
family homes were valued at less than $25,000. Cen-
sus reports show that the 1981 median value of
owner-occupied, single family homes built since
1970 (V4 of the entire housing stock) was $70,900.
Yet the percentage of N.C. households in 1980 with
incomes of less than $6,000 is estimated at 42%. For
many people, therefore, mobile homes may repre-
sent the only viable alternative for home ownership.
The 1982 average price of single-width (14') mobile
homes (which represent about 70% of all mobile
homes) was $20,000 and the average price for multi-
widths was about $30,000. Changes in financing
and, for low-income groups, changes in federal sub-
sidy programs are also related to the relative cost
advantage of mobile housing.
Financing of mobile housing used to be similar
to automobile financing with short terms and small
maximum amounts. Recent changes have produced
financing terms that are more similar to conven-
tional mortgages. Sylvia Porter, author ofMoney
Book, reports that the recent announcement by FHA
to issue 30-year loan insurance, if sold as real estate
with the land, should boost mobile home sales even
further.
The Reagan administration recently terminated
a housing subsidy program, Section 8, that had
brought housing within reach of low-income people.
Without federal assistance and in the face of high
interest rates, states cannot adequately meet the
housing needs of the poor. In North Carolina, the
result has been a shift in policy for the state's Hous-
ing Finance Agency. The agency can now only help
the poor with low interest loans for home improve-
ments, not purchases.
Finally, recessionary pressures may stimulate
mobile home purchases for the middle classes as
well. In addition to the possibility of buying a
mobile home for a primary residence, persons dis-
couraged from the conventional home market for
the purchase of second homes (vacation homes) may
find that manufactured housing represents an attrac-
tive alternative.
Design Improvements
Although trailers first appeared in the 1920s, it
was not until the last decade that substantial exte-
rior and interior design improvements were made in
manufactured housing. Safety and construction stan-
dards were imposed upon the industry in the early
1970s and were generally welcomed by the industry.
Many states imposed inspections and building codes
that were similar to conventional home construction.
The National Mobile Home Construction and Safety
Standards Act of 1974 superceded state standards
in 1975. These HUD-imposed standards have im-
proved safety features to such an extent that site-
built homes today are more likely than manufactured
homes to experience fire-related damage and fatal-
ities. The national standards have also extended the
economic life of manufactured housing, thereby
positively affecting depreciation.
Flexibility in exterior dimensions has also increased
the popularity of manufactured housing. While the
widths of mobile homes are governed by highway
transportation constraints, manufactured housing
can be delivered in sections which double and even
triple the standard widths. The widths have changed
from just 8' prior to 1950 to 14' for single-widths
today. The positioning of the mobile home sections
on lots, together with increased options of exterior
finishes and attractive landscaping have produced
homes that appear quite similar to site-built homes.
The practice of placing metal siding on site-built
homes tends to blur the distinction even further.
Nevertheless, evidence shows that these design im-
provements are not yet part of the public's percep-
tion of manufactured housing.
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Park Improvements
While many mobile home parks still suffer from
a multitude of problems, partly due to the manipu-
lation of supply and demand forces engendered by
tight zoning regulations, the parks are generally
improving. There has been, for example, a shift
away from rentals to owner-occupied lots and
homes. Legal pressures have also forced parks to
abandon many of their more autocratic practices.
In addition, the development of mobile home sub-
divisions, though relegated to rural environs, have
opened up additional alternatives to mobile home
residents.
Demographic Trends
A final factor that has favorably affected the man-
ufactured housing industry is the changing demo-
graphic composition of the U.S. population. Mobile
home residents generally come from two age groups
(the young and the elderly) that are expected to grow
faster than the total population. H.A. Davidson
points out that a retiree can realize maximum liquid-
ity and minimum carrying costs by selling his con-
ventional house and buying a home, such as a
mobile home, that roughly matches his expected
longevity.
The foregoing discussion presented general fac-
tors that have encouraged mobile home occupancy.
While the popularity of mobile homes may have
increased, many obstacles prevent the full realiza-
tion of their potential.
OBSTACLES TO MOBILE HOME GROWTH
Essentially there are four major obstacles to
mobile homes. They are interrelated. Perhaps the
most important obstacle, because of its influence on
the other obstacles, is image. Zoning, especially
tight exclusionary regulations, is the second most
important obstacle. Two other major obstacles are
mobile home park abuses and depreciation.
The Image Problem
Despite the many similarities that now exist be-
tween manufactured housing and site-built housing
and between mobile home residents and conven-
tional home residents, the general public still tends
to stereotype manufactured housing as inferior and
mobile home residents as undesirable neighbors. As
mentioned earlier, part of this problem is related to
the relative isolation of the better manufactured
housing and the relative obtrusiveness of the shod-
dy mobile homes. Related to the isolation problem
is what many scholars refer to as a deep-seated anti-
urbanism that exists in the United States. Anti-
urbanism tends to esteem those life and housing
styles that symbolize rural life. Esteemed styles
include stability, home and land ownership, natural
building materials, large, private lots, and even fire-
places. Mobile homes capture these styles, if at all,
on a superficial level. Mobile homes were originally
built for mobility, not stability; are built in factories
with metal and synthetic materials; are frequently
located on group sites with relatively small, rented
lots; and have had to settle for false front fireplaces.
A related question is whether mobile home resi-
dents are perceived as recipients of differential treat-
ment. A recent survey found that substantial pro-
portions (between 30 and 50%) of mobile home
residents perceive discriminatory treatment in such
areas as utility deposits, home repair services, credit
from community businesses and attention from local
officials. In addition, a majority of both the mobile
home (71%) and the nonmobile home (58%) res-
idents agree that nonmobile home residents exclude
mobile home residents from their friendship circles.
A majority of both housing groups also did not
agree that mobile home residents would make good
neighbors or are as dependable as nonmobile home
residents.
Public acceptance of manufactured housing and
mobile home residents cannot be legislated, but mis-
perceptions can be corrected by exposure and edu-
cation. Exposure to the changing nature of manu-
factured housing and its residents is nevertheless
limited by public officials acting on behalf of what
they perceive to be the general welfare of the com-
munity. Zoning, then, is a related obstacle to mobile
home acceptability.
Zoning
In the early 1900s, the courts tended to take a
laissez-faire attitude towards land use zoning and
such ordinances were generally declared unconsti-
tutional. In 1926, however, the U.S. Supreme Court
ruled in Euclid v. Ambler that zoning was constitu-
tional and could be used as a police power to pro-
tect the health, safety, morals, or material welfare
of a community. Zoning laws generally were upheld
by the courts until the early 1970s when an increas-
ing number of courts overturned exclusionary zon-
ing regulations. Most courts have recently held that
local ordinances that exclude mobile housing are un-
constitutional since a relationship to health, safety,
or welfare has not been demonstrated. In 1971, the
N.C. Supreme Court ruled in Town of Conover v.
Jolly that a city ordinance lacked the legal authority
to exclude mobile homes from residential areas since
mobile homes were not a nuisance, per se. Local
governments frequently avoid the legal pitfalls of
exclusionary zoning by designating a particular res-
idential district open to mobile housing, or restrict-
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ing mobile homes to parks which are then restricted
to business or industrial zones.
The seriousness and emotional intensity of zon-
ing cases is indicated by the large number of legal
arguments called upon. Exclusionary zoning has
been accused of violating a number of Constitu-
tional guarantees including violation of: the right
to travel, since housing choices are restricted; the
Supremacy Clause, since localities cannot circum-
vent federal programs and power; the Due Process
Clause, since property values are depressed; the
Civil Rights Acts, since housing choices open to
blacks are restricted; and equal protection under the
law.
Abuses in Mobile Home Parks
A third obstacle to mobile housing is related to
lack of space which, in turn, is a function of restric-
tive zoning. Spatial limitations tend to produce in-
flated land values and lot rentals. With demand
outstripping the supply of urban residential space,
mobile home park owners have been able to hold
near dictatorial authority over the home owners
who rent their land. Mobile home owners in parks
frequently have had fewer rights than apartment
renters. Documented abuses include the use of ren-
tal agreements instead of leases, fees of as much as
$500 to commence or terminate park residency, and
requiring new residents to purchase their mobile
home from the attached sales lot. Rental agreements
allow the park owner to evict for any number of
specified reasons including speaking derogatorily
about the park. Mobile home parks in the Raleigh
area currently require hefty entrance fees and pro-
hibit owners from selling their homes to prospec-
tive residents. Low income buyers are the persons
most adversely affected by such practices.
Depreciation
While no hard evidence exists about the depreci-
ation effect on neighboring property values, one
method of reducing the potential depreciation is
through zoning ordinances that require exterior fin-
ishes on mobile homes that are compatible with
neighboring homes. Such ordinances are endorsed
by the N.C. Manufactured Housing Institute.
Depreciation also appears to be related to lot own-
ership. The belief that lot ownership, as opposed to
rental, stimulates care of the property and therefore
reduces depreciation is one of the guiding principles
behind the development of mobile home subdivi-
sions. Finally, as noted earlier, structural changes
have also lessened depreciation by extending the life
of mobile homes.
DISCUSSION
"You can't do one thing." By establishing local ordi-
nances to preserve the welfare of an area, public offi-
cials may have denied a significant section of the
population membership and acceptance in the com-
munities of their choice.
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look good if it were red. So we sketched in red. We
kept working around the room and the designs got
better. When it finally ended, we took the finished
products and the architect did the lettering. The
signage made it look a lot better and that was vitally
important to the merchants. We finished the last
scheme and photographed it. Then we went back
and did a second round where we started; shot
theirs, faded out, faded in their new design and
played with it again. As this continued, people
began to say, "If you do that, I'll do this. It might
look better together." We ended up getting four of
five merchants to redo their facades when, orig-
inally, only one had been interested. They did it in
a way that was harmonious.
This is the sort of thing I mean by "negotiation":
an openness to be the technical expert who is not
the technical expert; to recognize that you are bring-
ing something to the table but so is everybody else.
You have got to be open to that. Both bargain for
what you think is right and recognize that other
people are bringing a "right" to the table as well.
There are some trade offs, but this is essentially a
good example of what we are striving for.
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Our review of the factors that both encourage and
discourage manufactured housing suggests that it is
not zoning per se that is to blame for current hous-
ing problems, but rather, the balance of the relation-
ship between public policy and private input. Zon-
ing should be a valuable and necessary fact of urban
life. It is not a question of fewer regulations but of
more appropriate regulations. Indeed, part of the
solution may call for more regulations. Manufac-
tured housing should be allowed in residential areas,
but only with strict safety and design restrictions.
Regulations are needed that are based upon empir-
ical reality rather than popular stereotypes. While
community residents may be forgiven for their lack
of understanding of the wide diversity that exists
within housing types, public officials should be
more aware of and sensitive to changes in the hous-
ing market. Regulations are needed that are respon-
sive to the larger community and not to parochial
interests.
Public officials should take the initiative in adopt-
ing a broader view of the meaning of "public inter-
est" and "general welfare." As manufactured hous-
ing becomes more similar to conventional housing
in appearance and durability, and as the desire and
need for reasonably-priced housing escalates, public
officials should relax the tight zoning regulations
that have been administered in a blanket fashion.
New zoning policies would allow the mobile home
industry to better accommodate the demands of low-
income households.
Overcoming the image problem remains the most
difficult task in any solution. Ask yourself, "Would
you allow a mobile home to locate next to your
home?" The popular answer is "No." What images
of mobile homes come to mind with that question?
The popular response is a description of a stereo
typical shoddy trailer.
We need to acknowledge that there are probabl
many site-built homes and residents that are more
detrimental to our neighborhoods than the best of
the manufactured homes and residents. Yet site-built
home residents, unlike mobile home residents, are
considered innocent until proven guilty. Restrictions
based upon perceived averages of gross categories,
rather than on the specification of undesirable qual-
ities, may be easier to administer but are discrimi-
natory and can only serve to limit our educations.
With such large variations in manufactured hous-
ing today, blanket exclusions to all manufactured
housing are anachronistic. Zoning regulations that
exclude all types of mobile housing from a residen-
tial area because some mobile homes may be detri-
mental should be reevaluated.
